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In 1998

four  years into their

msuwrgency and surrounded by the larger

oart of Mexieos military, the Zapabists movement

Ok up & strategy of using video in decomenti ng and

' g their struggle. With support from

Uhiapas Media Projoet/Promedios, an outside

gauization, the Zapatisias set out o train their

drmhera, beginning with how to capture human

hts abuses, and eventually to produce edupationsl

and ereative works, This strategy sought Lo reverse

edynamic of the first years of their insy geney, in

ih ovtsiders recorded the Zapatiatag situation,

ultimate control of the tachnology  and
ytelling,

Bince that start almost a depade agn,

ista video hag joined o widespread adoption

Leormunieation technologies by the hemispheric

vement for indigenoue avtenomy Video ig being

sed intens v by Andean, Mayan, Afro-Colombian,

N communities throughout Latin Americs.

S Sommmunities use the mediy 1 in pursuit of the

f W determine for themselvas their political

ural place in the Americas as well as give

Yhices, previously rarely heard notside their

ale communitios . MOre resonance.
i For the Zupatistas, giving voice fo the
BeEs I8 ope aspect of thelr goal of autonomy,

along with
redistributing resonroes
arnd establishing  political rights,
Indigenous autonomy offers a path ouf of the
marginalization suffered for centuries by Maxieo's
and Latin Amerien’s indigenous. The outlines of
the Zapatistag’ gosl were seen in the San Andres
Accovds of 1996, Had the Mexican government
tmplemented them, the Accords would have provided
indigenous communities with seme control and
protections over their land, public }ife, and calture !
When the government reneged, the Zapatist
implemented some of their principies
Video was a part of fhvig, & d
training bassed in the community  centers now
called caracoles. Thetr use of video immediately
provided o grester degree of selforepresentation,
but it would net remain a purely cultural tool
Zapatista video has heen o paurt of thres
soncurrent  fransformations. The importance of
video to indigenous movements has grown, i
has for Latin America’s tatest lef and populist
movements. These grassroots social MOvement;
iy Latin Americs have cortinued to evalve in their
shared responses to the disastrous experience of
nec-liberalism ® AL the same time, communication
technologize  have undargone angoing,
changes as they have hecome more widespread
and interconnected, Tes nsforming together, media
and social migvements are experimenting  with
new ways of practicing the politice of autonomy,
socialism, and democracy that metivate these recent

global
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moverments, This sxperimentation has precedents
in Latin America’s history, but it has unprecedented
possibilities for the integration of political and
eultural praciices

The corrent closeness of video and politics
in Latin America was preceded by the relationship
between the New Latin Ameriea Cinema snd the
secialist movements from the Cuohan revolution
rcmgh the 1870s. Like todays movement video
& e, filmmeakers at that time andertook
cinema comnmitied to the goals of their movements,
In their work, the filmmakers tried $o articulate
practices that were not just expressions of socialist
ideas but material realization of those ideas, The
point of their flmmaking was to change its social
context, starting with the making and dissemination
of the filins.

'The films came out of the divergent
situations that chavacterized Latin America at the
time, from the cultural instibutions establishad by
Cuba's socialist revolutien, to clandestine projects
under a Chilean dictatorship, Filmmakers and
eritics identified links and similarities between
these films, leading to a body of Slmmaking theary
Thig theory was set oud in the concepts of Fernando
molanas and Cetavio Getings “Third Cinera, ™ Julio
Garcia Hspinosa’s “imperfect cinema,™ and Jorge
Santinés’ “vine Junto ol puebls” {cinema with the
peoplel” Over a number of os Ww, the three ideas
deseribed & pew luind of cimmna Holanas, Getino,
and Banjinés described different aspocts of filme and
filmmaking that conformed more closely to Latin
American realitives and sought the collaboration of
theiy subjects and audiences In their production.
Bepinoss, writing in Cuba, imagined a cinema in
PIOCEss, AR af;';};}wf‘ﬁci art because of its dedication not
o the { fibm bat fo the ongoing transformations
of socializt revolution.

Al of thes
context of socialist

concapts pul cinema in the
mﬁvemgntv ’E"‘hey pmpz;ﬁ;ed

and authenticity for S{)Cidhmﬁ cinema, T}‘sézlr \mil.
sought the deepest possible integration of art and s
political goals. Also, these concepts recognized films’
tactical nature. Their cinemsa was a process, always
changing, bub also a potent material instrument.
Sanjinés called the camera a gun, a weapon crucial
to a revolution. The film scholar Jubianne Burton

Gf departure.. . the Manbmm &‘awm {}i dw “iibia
conditions of filin production and Bl vil
Hather than taking the vrole of watching
representing socialist movements, the §1
Mmgjhﬁ Lo ’bi‘m;,; the movements' trans

i 5 tried prod
f(ﬁ}ecmvm new means {}f ﬁmizﬁbmm;
alternatives that would nteg
their practices.

The bmpetus for  this  expert
integration hag survived today. Zapatista videss:
example, are produced sccording to the pring
of collectivity held in indigenous communities.
difference in teday’s experiments is the absin
of one predominant ideclogy. The filmmaking
the MNew Latin America Cinermna was held togeth
by ite period’s unifying vision, a search in prag
and theory for the ideal end-state of sccialism,
that cinema’s time. Cuba’s revolufion prowmise
commeon way out of the inequalities of capitaliz
and US imperialism, Many filmmakers practic
their craft in Cuba’s ICAIC (Cubhan Institule
Cinematic Art and Industry), and more wate h@d
films and other accounts of the country’s economis
political, and eultural changas in pursuit of sociali
ideals. Today, indigencus movements for avtonomy:
co-exist or collaborate with leftist resistance Lo neo-
liberal policies and populist movemnents that pursue
democratic demands rather than ideslogical pro
Different bright spots of change in the Ameré.c
inspire different movements, The Zapatistas and
Venezueias Bolivariad Bevolution have both been
great spurs, though they are starkly different, while
other movements such as sniing’y plgueferos
and Brazils landless groups have had narrower bub
significant influence. In this };gﬁ@ii‘i’ﬁi}.@l’iﬁﬁ
int the movement use of media are : i
but intermixed motives. Just
Zapatista video and other recent produ Ji.iﬂi‘“ﬁ' from
Mexico demonstrate the new possibilities opened by
the shift from a unity of purpese to a proliferasion of
obiectives.

The coliaboration betwesn the Zapatistas
and the Chispas Media Project/Promedios (CMP), a
bi-national organization (hased in the U8 and Mexica)

¥
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that provides *video and computer sguipment and
trainmg W indigenous and Campesing communitios
in Chiapas and Guerrero, Mavico ™ i
in over two dozen videss crentod
filmmakers  and  distributed  within
compnunities by Zapatistas and sther
and by the CMP across Mexico and int ;
The goal of the collaboration has boen tn alicw the
indigenous communities to tell their W shories,
This project of sell~representatic ort, s part of ths
politics of avtonomy, hag expanded aleng with the
Zapatistas’ growing capacity o produce video.
Thelr productions went from  documents £

ions of
the low-intensity war they faced to later Bhme for
educalion, recording community events, and sharing
stories. As Alexandra Hallcin, founder of the CMP
wrote, “vides m(akmg 18 part of community life."® In
this development, Zapatista video production has
revealed now gmtizb by which other marginalized
groups  can  bypass bareisrs  thsl  had macde
fitmnaking irrelevant to their context, ench as (he
priovity of individual authorahip or commercially
viable audiences.
Most Zapatista videos are made 1
showing in Zapatista communities, Thiz use, sean
i isolation, appears o seek no transformation
other than carv oulb its own unigus space of gelf
epresentation, Other Latin Ameru*&n ndigenous

e

groups, such as Q;ﬁue{:imf* COmN m'
video in Andean eountrie
However, th Zamat %iau
Into new conte

imti 161 when ’Jl{"“s' re seen in ? 2 0o
e for larger distribution, Wh‘
undertakes in xico, the LIS
in Mexico, they travel throu
seresnod politieal and ew
apatistas’ nationsl
rsities and film
as. o the 1138
are ruu:;i :.};,i:au shown in academic cire
festivals, some with pulitical affitis
Acrosy these Viewing conte:
seen as efforty of self-expression fivat, bt they &3
comsmunicate their moefivation as practives of
Lapatisias’ polities of awbonomy

In the 2005 patisla-CME  video, ffw
Land Belongs to Those Whe Wark fe' B SOV
aur ;mn;( ga dpk-mho n m auvernment aili%tha'iﬂtzeﬂ

SHTOOLE (:hfzml

!\5‘
its and film
sOnS not,

FOES

, the vmom ean %'w

it

2 p?s}yerty (.Il&g_:ﬂ!a}é;&. ‘vﬁ’&iﬂhmgg hhw vides in {;%
une can guess that ite primary motive je the o
of the community’s auﬁaﬁufm‘ However, Lkw vis
de;e;e:;»w sxxp;mﬂy speak to foreign audiences, ke the
»in Chicago with which I viewed i, While ity
distribution does seck to help support the Zapatistas




recorded situation is presented without narr

who made it, the video is not easily valuable to
outside audiences, as either entertainment or
information, In fact, its viewing hreaks starkly with
the tacit agreement of & normal screening, where
the filmmaker promises to deliver satisfaction to the
audience. While it appears to have heen edited for
length and possibly other issues of coherence, the

ative,

exposition,  or  other
1. http://WWw.g].obalexchang;'e.nrg/countrfes/ 1nterpr6t_lv? devices. The
americas/mexico/SanAndres.him) cormmunity’s autonomy
2. The histery and analysizs of recent Latin 18 defended in the
American social movements are bej_ng wrif:ten recorded event, but Why
only now, and mueh of it only as journalism. | . ‘ o
Alma Guillermoprieto’s The Heart That Bleeds- 16 18 worth de{e;}dmg

Latin America Now (New Yorl: Alfred A, Kuopf,
1894) covers some of their beginnings, Later,
more scholarly treatments include Cultures aof
Politics, Politics of Cultures: Re-visioning Latin
American Social Movements (Boulder: Westview
Press, 1898) and The Laiin American Suboltern
Studies Reader (Durham: Duke, 2001

presentation.  Af

3. Salanas and Geting were Argentinian film-
makers and critics. In their essay, “Toward a
Third Cinema: Notes and Experiences for the
Development of 2 Cinema of Liberation in the
Third World,” (In Michae! Chanan, ed., Tleensy-
Five Years of the New Latin American, Cinemu.

only gets expressed at
the marging of the video’s

its

screening in Chicago, the
host explained the video's
content and connected it
to the Zapatistas® politics
and situation, including
their strugele to secure

London: British Film Institute and Channel cam‘mog lands for
Four, 1983.) they sugeested a Third Cinema as  cultivation.

an alternative for Latin Ameriean filmmakers Man of
from the spectacle of “first cinema” typified by _y .
Hoitywood and the auteurism of “second cin- the Zapat1sta videos
ema” seen in Buropean avant-gardes, distributed by the
4. In his essay, “For an Im}pm‘fect {Jinema," CMp similarly :f'orgo
(I Michasl Chanan, ed., Twenty-Five Years . = . 1 )

of the New Latin Americon Cinemg. London: 1Nber pretation, eaving
British Film Institute and Channel Four, 1883) it  ig the distributor
Espinosa argued for new criteria for the art of . X .
filmmaking in a revolutionary context. He (?I .preseni,er to . help
sought to valorize the art for its reack outside }forelgn audiences
?ii" even though t-hru-: deviation would preclude understand  the video's
its perfection as art.

5. Banjinés and the collective of Almmakers,
the Ukamau Group, wrote a number of essays,

motive. Videos are put in
infernational distribution

Theary and Practice of a Cinema with the to penerate  solidarit

People (Mexico: Sigle XXI Ediories, 1879), . 'hg i 7 e v
explaining their approach in creating documen- Wit the apatistas
tary and fiction flma in Bolivia. Although they  and funding for  the

touched on many aspecis of filmmaking, they
emphasized the need to collahorate with the
Blm's subjects (often Andean indigenous com-
munities}, serve the intereats of those subjects,
and practice socialist principles in production
and distribation of the works.

collaboration.
many of these videos

8. Martin, Michael T, ed, New Lafin Arnerican
Cinema. Vol. 1. Defroit: Wayne State, 1997, 19,

continued Zapatista-OMP
However,

are

still principally for self-
expression, one important
part of the Zapatistas’

7. htLp:/ﬁwww.pmmedic;smexico.org/ efforts for enltural and
8. Halkin, Alexandra, “Video Fuels a Gultural political autonomy.
Hevolution,” Smithsonian American Indign: :

vl 2 mo 8 80 When first viewed or

viewed without extra explanation, this pér
their politics of autonomy appears to be a g
communication, a muteness. However, the vids
circulate accompanied by explanation, provided
the CMF or a Zapatista ally. The videos, when M
by the indigenous producers, do not seek to eitha
satisfy or convince foreign audiences. These goal
outside their purpose of self-expression. Howeve in
releasing videos for circulation, they do trust.4h
sharing their efforts will be met with continy
support from the CMP and the audiences who waty
in good faith, .
The trust and openness evident in
distribution of these videos hreaks with the effortsy
past socialist cinema. The videos do not seak o ha
their audiences join completely in the filmmakey
political project. The Zapatista-CMP use of videg
turns to external contexts for support, and accep
divergent values being grafted on to their work as:
leaves their sphere. Part of thig openness is a crucigl
feature of the Zapatistag’ politics of indigencu
autonomy, an active pursuit of intersections with
movements that follow their own distinet goals;
and in particular, movements for democracy and
socialism in Mexico and Latin America. :
The Zapatistas launched a new stage of
social movements hy linking their struggle for
autonomy as indigenous people with movements in
Mexico and internationally against the doctrines of
neo-liberalism. They put forth a broad critigue of the
disenfranchisement and invisibility of indigenous
Mexicans, as well as other excluded groups. They
pointed to the neo-liberalism of the US and Latin
American elite, exercised in free trade agreements
and domestic economic policies, as responsible for the
immiseration experienced broadly in the Americas.
They have also been inclusive of alternative political
programs in the discussions they have convened
to find solutions to Mexico and Latin America’s
problems.

Early on in their movement, the Zapatistas
invited the collaboration of other movements in
Mexico and internationally. They reached out not
only to other indigenous groups, but also to groups of
workers, women, peasants, and other marginalized
figuires. Over their decade of engagement with allies
and civil society, the Zapatistas have also articulated
their take on secialist and democratic politics. These




sides of the Zapatista movement, exercised in their
national consultations and engagement in public
discourse, have brought them into different degrees
of overlap with other social movements. Around
these intersections, more uses of media heyond the
Zapatista-CMP “autonomist” videos can be found,
and new lnks made between media and movements
for socialism and democracy.

In La O Campaiiac  (The Other
Campaign) held throughout 2006, the Zapatistas
have undertaken g nationwide listening tour as an
alternative to the coneurrent campaign for Mexico's
presidency. Subcomandante Marcos, as the BDelegate
Zero, set out o meet with
Eroups in every state of Mexico
who had joined the call to the
Other Campaign, Adherents to
the campaign belong to various
ideological strands, and come
from soctalist, indigenous, 1abor,
gender, and community-hased
groups. For hours at sach stop,
people have lined up to speak
about their struggles. After each
session, Marcos has commented
on what he heard and connected
it to other struggles in Mexico
and a global struggle againgt

capitalism. Tn these addresses
and  other communications,
along  with the adherents to
3 i he has been

“ndent from Mexico's political class,

In this campaign, the Zapatistas and
heir allies have tried new uses of media, many
f-them packaged together through the Internet.
'The starting  points for commmunications and
docurmentation during the Other Campaign are two
E-F_%b sites, ope for Mexico (enlacezapatisi:a.ezln.org.
) and one for other countries (zeztainternaziona),
org), Sigl‘liﬁcantiy, the first has a blog-like structure,
ith periodie updates, plus links, files, photos, and
her tesources, and the secand has a companion

g (lazezta.b]ogspot.com}‘ Ancther primary site
\j_le home of the Zapatistas’ radis show, Radio
Surgente, which provides weekly updates op the

Othsr Campaign, as well as interviews, music,
and news from Chiapas. Numerous other sites
have participated in a distributed coverage of the
campaign, including Chiapas Indymedia (chiapas.
indymecﬁa.org}, other Mexican Indymedias, and
alternative news sites like Narco News {narconews.
com). Connected to thege sites are photographs and
videos documenting the Other Campaign and related
events,

The main sites and many of the connected
sitesaresig‘niﬁcantfertheiruseofnewpubhsbingteois
like blogs and RSS news feeds. From the start of the
Zapatista insurgency, groups in Chiapas and Mexico

; have created weh sites to help

disseminate communications
from the Zapatista. In the Other
Campaign, the Zapatistas and
their supporters have adopted
advanced  tools  that most
progressive  organizations in
the US have vet to utilize. Two
important examples of the uge
of digital media by the Other
Campaign  are the regular
production of Radio Insurgenie
shows and  the campaign’s
adherents’ use of the video-
sharing site YouZube te publish
their video of the campaign’s
events, ‘
A search for “EZLN" on YouTube
returns a list of over one hundred
videos. Most of the videos seem
to have been Produced net hy
the Zapatistas, but by participants in the Other
Campaign’s events, who captured one part of Marcog’
tour as it passed by, They then contributed their
single perspective on this national underiaking
" own videos. The collection of
recordings providag only a shaky, irvegiilar view
of the Zapatistag’ project, but offers many more
choices of what part of the project to watch. With
the adoption of digita) publishing and sharing, along
with inexpensive sguipment, participants in the
Other Campaign had the tools to produce work much
closer to their personal experiences, They were able
to go from the event to the production and fnally to
a substantial audience.
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The Radic Insurgente website makes
available archived radio programs sinee 2004,
The shows are much more polished than the
videos available on YouTube, and sesk to be more
comprehensive shout the Zapatista movement and
its Other Campaign. The shows are produced weekly
for broadeast in Chiapas and by shortwave across
Mexico, They are also archived and available for
download online. The production of the shows follows
well-scripted programs that regularly provide a
mix of entertainment, news, and education. Tuning
into a show, a listener will hear several sONES,
from indigenons music to Spanish-language pop,
and then get an interview with a group or person
participating in the Other Campaign. The radic hosts
will alsc give updates from the campaign and from
within Chiapas. These high-standard productions
diverge greatly from both the amateur video and
the Zapatista-CMP videos, because they seem to
carefully seek a larger and broader audience and
meet its expectations about content and aesthetics
in order to connect with that audience. At the same
time, the radio show producers are Zapatistas and
keep production costs low by using new production
tools, podeasting, and web-publishing tools.

It is important to note that these two
sets of media, web and radio, were adopted by
the Zapatistas and their allies during a campaign
to reach out beyond their own movernent. The
Zapatistas have connected with other social
movements since early in their insurgency, through
encounters and consultations with their compatriots
and international sympathizers. However, the Other
Campaign has been easily their most thorough
effort to interact with other struggles. Maveos’ anti-
capitalist ideas were crucial to tying together this
campaign. The Delegate Zero sought to rally very
different struggles around opposition to capitalism.
In this effort, the media used in this campaign
actively followed alternative modes of production
and contribution. There may have been no directive

from Marcos to prohibit commercialization of

the campaign’s media, but the tour’s adherents
seemed to follow his calls for Mexicans to organize
themselves, both for their own struggles and as part
of a unifying struggle against capitalism. In the use
of blogs, podcasts, video sharing, and other tools, the
media users directly managed their production and

contributed their work to a media commang.
which audiences could select freely.

Unlike the leftist movements of:
decades ago, socialism was not proposed by ik
Zapatistas as an explicit organizing principle fority
Other Campaign or its use of media. Socialism
this effort did not operate as a program or straf
toward an end-state. Inatead, the smphasis in:
campaign on the common struggle against capitalig
elicited practical attempts to realize, in limited &
experimental ways, alternatives to capitalism. T}
unevenness of this effort—the use of commere
websites for distribution or publishing, for exampi
only reinforces that the Zapatistas and allies wep
willing to make experimental efforts. This inform
socialiam, more an ethic than a program, fits bette
within the multiplicity of social movements an
ideologies that characterize the current response.t
neo-liberalism, as well as with the variety of medi
by which it might express and realize itself, :

While the Other Campaign’s call for sel
organization has spurred experimental adoption
of media in Mexico's social movements, it has not
generated a guiding theory or proposals comparable
to that in the New Latin American Cinema. The
absence of a unifying vision or goals might explain
why ne single technolegy has hecome crucial to
contemporary social movements. This situation is not
necessarily a problem, and while the determination
to centralize efforts around a single medinm might
yet become apparent, for now the plurality presents
an array of creative uses of media, especially as the
social movements developing these uses grow and
change.

The latest stage of social movements in
Mexico exemplifies this situation. In the 2008
election year, the politics of democracy have emerged
as primary motivator of two distinet movements: the
effort fo elect the charismatic presidential candidate,
Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador, and the effort to
remove the governor of Oaxaca. The first one, though
tied to political parties, has some characteristics of
a grassrools movement, especiaily when the cloge
electionled to challenges and street protests. Its most
notable use of media was in the documentation of
suspected electoral fraud, which spurred much of the
massive support for Lopez Obrador’s denunciation
of the election results. However, a fuller integration




of media and movement politics has occurred in
Oaxacg.

Starting with a teachers’strike in the Spring,
Oaxaca’s urban, rural, worker, indigenous, and other

occupations that have demanded the resignation of
the state’s governor. This movement culminated in
the establishment, APPO (Popuiar Assembly of the
People of Oaxaca), o coordinating body that hasg

use of radic broadcastsmmchiding afew takeovers of
commercial stations—ang video recording of viglent
attacks against the movement by the governor’s
aliles. It has turned to local newspapers but alse its
own web gite (WWW.asambleapopulardeoaxaca.com)
and allied sites tg provide updates on its struggle.
None of itg tools are exceptionally innovative,

oftechno}ogies, and the context
: of its prodaction. The Assembly has generated itg
.- wide range of media while operating ag g populist
T Mmovement that welcomes  gl] ideologies and
constituencies unified by their goal of replacing
' administration

588 of media, but e current
Wportance is thag it epitomizes
Hueh of the recant Integration

{ mediz apq politics. Both
Vements and media haye
oliferateq ip the past ten

31‘§, Zbpearing  abruptly
Ild am different contexts, and

apidly ¢hanging, n Latin
Tica’s past,  socialist

Movements took up film and other media that were
also chazlgi.ng‘wﬁ}na, for example had become cheaper
and more portable-—hut today’s pace of change and
multiplicity have made the quick and flexible links
of improvisation necessary,

The lessong of Zapatista video, the digital
media of the Other Campaign, and the multiple
channels of movements for democracy have yet
te point tg some decigive strategy or theory for
employing media, No particular tool, production
Brocess, or content hag fit recent nmovements helter
than others, A conclusive approach might yei emerge,
butit seems that imprevisation and openness are alse
viable approaches, If the future of Latin America’s
social movement g & continued multiplicity of
ideologies ang politics, and changing media keep
offering simple, flexible options, then we may see
an cpen-ended integration. Movements may adopt
and drop technologies as quickly as their situations
change, and productions may include a variable mix
of documentation, anecdotes, testimony, or polemie,

relevant to struggles 1o change Latin America, ag
social movemantg iike the Zapatistas continge o
link and grow in pursuit of their political goals.
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tance by the State. A government informant even
participated in the Videofreex experimental projects
in order fo provide info for the FRI.®

The Videofreex®

Three people (David Cort, Parry Teasdale, and Mary
Curtis Ratcliffy founded the Videofreex in 1969 and
their numbers quickly grew to ten fto include Skip
Blumberg, Nancy Cain, Bart Friedman, Davidson
Gigliotti, Chuck Kennedy, Carol Vontobel, and Ann
Woodward). Although they did not share a defined
ideclogy, they did share the belief that, “placing
video cameras...in the hands of ordinary peopls
would make the world a better, more just, and beau-
tiful place.”® In 1971, they moved from New York
City to Maple Tree Farm in the upstate NY town
of Lanesvilie to live communally and make videos.
This context helped them continue to develop a
collective support system to make individual and
group video projects’ (as well as to0 be more ehigible
for funding than in the competitive NYC environ-

ment). In Guerrilla Television, Michael Shamberg
writes of the Videofreex,

They have also the most eollective lifestyle, sharing
expenses and space for living. This iz in no emall
part due to the nature of the videotape process and
the Freex claim fo get it off most when they're all
plugged in together...and taping collectively, They
also, of course, make tapes individually using the
collective support system. 2

At Maple Tree Farm, the Videofreex hegan
a pirate TV station called Lanesville TV.13 In the
beginning, they broadcast three times a week, later
reducing to one. Lanesville TV was on air from
19721977, making it the longest running pirate
TV station in the US (I have been unable to find avi-
dence of any other US-based pirate TV broadcasts.)
The Videofreex programmed both their own experi-
mental work and Jocal content such as town hall
meefings or news from the
local farms, They believed The Videcfreex formatly

media should be interac- front of the Hunter, NY American Le
Videofreex.

gion Post, 1973. Phot

in




this remained unrealized. The collective’s practice
was informed by a do-it—yourself, se]f—sufﬁciency
ethic and a belief that users of technology should be
empowered to fix it. They did not want the movement
to have to rely on Sony to repair their machines, g0
they published a book on how tg use and repair
video equipment, called the Spaghetti City Video
Manuel. They aiso had a production studio on their
farm which was visited hy up to 200 people a year.
These visitors would come to Jearn video skills and
contribute to Lanesville v programining.

different skilig and interests fq the collective, and
their documents reflect their diver'sity {from art
to social action from community building to video
erotica, among othey things). ™ In addition to the TV
station, they made their work available to viewers
through screenings in NYC and through what was
called “bicycling” the tapes, meaning trading tapes
through the mafl via & network of other collectives
and through listings in the movement periodical
Radical Software,

Videofreex,
o Data Bank.

1

ide

i

1971 Peopie.sﬂ’

Rock
rison, 1973
he Vv

ited footage, shot hand-held without voiceover, The
footage is gritty, black and whitethe technical
limitations were Incorporated into the style. Theip
aesthetics were influenced by learning the new tech-
nology while using it and by a belief in process over
product. Some members saw themselves ag artists
with cameras who were making TV experiments.

at Greenhaven P
fmages courtesy of t
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of the Videofreex and author of V.ideofreex:Americaiq
First Pirate TV Station and the Catskills Collective
That Turned It Opn {1999} about the polities of the
vides collectives, He responded:

L Aug 26, 1970

‘on NYC

Network
sLib Demonstrat;

= ecernutL GLiUNS

Women’

1 studio—hut,

Each membey of the Videofreex brought

Their documents were often raw uned-

{ asked Parry Teagdale, founding member

I think the Beatleg, Stones, and possibly Dylan
were far better known and more frequently quoted
than Marx {except for Groucho). 1 can’t claim
to have read Das Kapital and certainly wasn't
a Marxist. T had read McLuhan and did read

Wha
Michael Harrington’s Socialism, and later Wilson’s inter
T5 the Finlang Station, but theoretical politics mate
was not a topic of discussion ar Videofreex or :

among the other groups that we knew, at least to



the degree I am aware of their internal dialogues.
Certainly none of the video groups in and around
New York City were modeled on any particular
social experiment or hased on a particular theory
as | understand them. You should check with the
others, though. This is not to say that we had no
political outlook. But most of it was colored by a
universal (among the groups) opposition to the war
m Vietnam. I suppose we accepted the language
of the political people that the war was in pursuit
of American imperial ambitions. But anyone who
went around spouting doctrinaire phrases like
that would have been ridiculed or been made the
subject of a taps. We did spend a lot of time in
the early days taping Ahbie Hoffman and other
Yippies. And we had shot some footage of Tom
Hayden, who was probably the most pelitically
articulate of the anti-war movement people. But
they were grist for tapes, and what we did we did
in the service of furthering a more liberated televi-
sion: medium, not in service of a broader polifical
purpose. Or go I see it.

Even in Teasdale’s reporting of history he takes an
anti-authoritative position—revealing his subjectiv-
ity, encouraging me to ask others for their version
of the history.

I asked Skip Blumberg, another member of
the Videofreex, if they were anti-authoritarian. He
responded, “We were deing our own thing. Including
lots of questioning. We did our share of protest vid-
‘€08, but concentrated on positive alternatives and
our own imaginations.” And if he knew if anyone
in the movement was influenced by anarchist theo-
rists? He responded, “That’s an academic’s questicn.
Our erowd was too busy having adventures and
keeping the equipment working.” Regardless of
“what you label it, these tendencies of valuing the
imagination, individuality, positive alternatives,
and adventure all fali into historic and contempa-
rary anarchist practice from Emma Goldman to
CrimethInc.

Through working with the Videofreex in
Tying to assess, preserve, and distribute their work
lany questions arose.’® Some of these questions are
valuable for contemporary collectives to think about:
What should happen to a cultural product that was
Ntended only as part of a process? Who owns the
Haterials produced in a context that resists owner-
hip when that context no longer exists? When cne
lieves information should be free, from where and

how do funds emerge to pay to maintain access to
the information? Tf there is money to be made from @
a collective project that is no longer functioning,

who should profit? Given the challenging task of m
preserving obsolete formats of moving-image media tij
and the possibility that it can’t all be migrated to
contemporary and viewable formats, who should get Ej‘j
to decide what is saved for the public record? With Z
the abundance of documents produced, where and

how can they be maintained for future generatiors? Q
When collectives dissolve, who has the autherity
to decide what happens to the work they have pro-
duced and who should get credit?

Other Groups and Tendenci

e85

The Videofreex were just one group from this pertod,
and they often collaborated with other video col-

lectives. In 1971, the May
Day Video Collective came
together in Washington, DC
to document the protests
against the Vietnam War.
People from around the
country participated in the
May Day Video Collective
(including members of
the Videofreex) by travel-
ing to DC, shooting tape,
and sharing footage. There
was a cultural rejection
of individual authorship;
everyone was able to use
any of the footage that was
ghot. This convergent and
ghared media practice to
document the streets from
an on-the-ground perspec-
tive evokes the atmosphere
in Indymedia Centers dur-
ing recent naticnal protests
{1999-2004). The documents
created from these different
historical moments not only
overiap in their confronta-
tional imagery of protest
and repression, but also by
the collaborative process in

8. Teasdale, Parry. Videofreex: America’s
First Pirate TV Station and the Catshills
Collective That Turned It On. (New York:
Blackdome Press, 1999), 140149,

% “Video Freak” was a comuon term for pec-
ple in the video movement, and this group
took their name, Videofreex, from that.

10. Teasdale, 47.

11, Smith, Pamela J, “Issues of Appraisal
and Selection of Community Based Videa:
Assessing the Videofreex Collection,” New
York University, Master of Aris Thesis, May
2005, 9.

12. Shamberg, Michael and Raindance
Corporation, Guerrille Television. (New
York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1971,
16-17.

13. Abbie Hoffman had given them a traps.
mitter when they were still in New York City
in order to create & pirate station there, but
it didn't get off the ground wntil they moved
upstate,

14. Smith, 12,

15 T met with several members of the
original collective in the Spring of 2004 and
2005,

16. Boyle, Deidre, Subject 1o Change:
Guerrilln Tefevision Revisifed. {(New York:
Oxford University Press, 1997}, 8.

17. From an email exchange with Bob
Devine, 2004,

18. You can view all issues of Radical
Software at http//iwww.radicalseftware.org.

19, Guerrilla Television is out of print but
used copies can still be found.

20, http/fwwwradicalselbware.org
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which they were cre-
ated.

Many of the
1970s groups worked
in a style termed
“street tapes,” inter-
viewing passershy on
the streets, in their
homes, or on doorsteps.
The goal of street
tapes was to create
an “interactive infor-
mation loop”™¥ with
the subject in order to
contest the one-way
communication maodel
of network television.
One  collective, The
People’s Video Theater,
were specifically inter-
ested in the social pos-
sibilities of video. On
the streetz of NYC,
they would interview
peopie and then invite
them back to their loft
to watch the tapes that
night. This fit into the
theoretical frarmework
that groups were work-
ing with at the time,
the idea of feedback.
Feedback wag consid-
ered both a technologi-
cal and social idea. As
already stated, they
gaw a danger in the
one-way comimunica-
tion structure of main-
stream television, and
street tapes allowed for
direct people-to-people
communications. Some
media makers weare
also interested in feed-
ing back the mediom
itself in the way that
musicians have exper-

imented with amp feedback; jamming communie
tion and creating interference or neise in the co
munications structures.

Video was also used to mediate hetwe
groups in disagresment or in social conflict, Insteg
of talking back to the television, some groups
attempted to talk through it. One example of video's:
use as a mediation tool in the early 70s was a praject
of the students at the Media Co-op at NYU., They
taped interviews with squatters and disgruntled
neighbors and then had each party view the other's _
tape for better understanding. The students believeg -
they were encouraging a more “real” dialogue than a -
face-to-face encounter would allow because the con.
flicting parties had an easier time expressing their'.
position and comrmunicating when the other was not
in the same room.

Groups were not only interested in mak-
ing their own media but alsc in distributing it. At -
Antioch College, the Antioch Free Library (1966~
1978) was set up s people could distribute their
tapes by sending them in and requesting tapes in
exchange. During its time, the Antioch Free Library
copied thousands of tapes for free, sending out
twenty-five to fifty a week, 17

Theories of a Guerriila Television

Many of the ideas these video groups were working
with influenced or were influenced by the peri-
odical Radical Software'® started in 1970 and the
book Guerrille Television,’® authored by Michael
Shamberg in 1971. Both of these publications were
developed by the group Raindance. Raindance got
its name from R & D (research and develop-
ment) and after the influential think tank, The
Rand Corporation. They fancied themselves a think
tank for the early video movement. Raindance
was supported financially through the donation of
£70,000 from a member’s family money. [ts mis-
slon was promoting video as a tool for change,?0
Raindance and other participants in the movement
were heavily influenced by the theoretical work
of Marshall McLuhan, Buckminster Fuller, and
Gregory Bateson.

Eleven issues of Radical Software were
published between 1970-1974.2! The magazine
acted as a networking tosl for these media collec




tives. In the first jssue alone, there was contact
information for over thirty groups and individuale.
Every issue included lists of available tape titles for
sale and trade, contacts of video enthusiasts who
had resources such as cameras or editing equip-
ment to share, and articles crucial to the theoretical
development of the community. Some of the ideas
written abouf in the pages of Radical Software
included: media ecology, the information economy,
technological utopianism, media democracy, and
video’s therapeutic potential. In this space, art,
cultural theory, community media, and activism all
came together,

The term “guerilla television” came from
Paul Ryan’s 1970 article in the third issue of
Radical Software, “Cybernetic Guerrilla Warfare.”
In this article he likens the use of video to guerilla
warfare: :
Warfare.. because having total control over the
processing of video puts you in direct conflet
with that system of perceptual imperialism called
broadeast television that puis a terminal in your
home and thereby conirols your access to infor-
mation. This siteation of conflict also exists as a
matter of fact between people using portable video
for feedback and in situstions such as schools that
operate through withholding and eontrolling the
flow of information. Guerrilla war{are.. because
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the portable video tool anly enables you to fight
on a small scale in an irregular way at this time.
Running o the networks with portable video mate-
vial seems rear view mirror at best, reactionary at
worst. What is critical is to develop an mfrastrue-
ture to cable in situations where feedback and
relevant access routes can he set up as part of the
process,

Cybernetic guerrilla warfare., because the fool of

portable video is a eybernetic extension of mman and
because cybernetics is the anly langnage of intel-
Ligence and power that is ecologically viable., We
need to develop biclogicaily viable information
structures on a planstary scale. Nothing short
of that will work. We mave now in this present
information environment in a phase that finds its
hest analogue in those stages of human struggle
called guerrilla warfare, Vet this is not China in
the 1930s...Ir order to “win” in cybernetic guer
rilla warfare, differences must he cherizhed, not
temporarily suppressed for the sake of “victory*2¢

Michael Shamberg’s Guerrilla Television,
berrows heavily from different theories expressed in
Radical Software, including Ryan’s, bt Shamberg
expresses a less militant political view and, in
several instances, ¢laims that the movement 1s not
political at all. He argues that, “In Media America,
real power is generated by information tools not by

Holi Paparback 33,95
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21, "Software” meaning the information/what
was recorded on the videotape, “hardware”
meaning the tools to make it.

22. Ryan, Paul, “Cybernetic Guerrilla Warfare,”
Radical Soffware, Volume 1, #8 (1971, 1-2,

23, Ihid,, 2.

24, Ihid., 9.

25, Thid., 12,
26. Ihid., 32,
29, Thid., 21,
28, Ihid., 22,
29, Ibid., 38.
30, Thid., 37
31 Ibid., 24,
32. Thid., 8.

33, ibid., Ba.

34. As video deteriorates quicily, there is a threat
that certain time periods will have Jess and less
visibie evidence to view and learn fom, Rick
Prelinger of the Prelinger Archive spoke at a
suresiiing in Chicago in 2005 ahout how his gen-
eration, the Baby Bocmers, were able t0 access
tons of film made before 1964 to understand
themselves and their world, He went on to say
that my generation, people horn in the 19708, have
very few ways to understand the context we wera
born into, due to the tightening of eopyright laws
arpund media. I want to extend the gcope of thig
fesr to the faet of the dissolving of the evidence
itself, as video-hased m oving images quickly dete-
rierate and are not fanded for preservation, There
is ancther challenge related to these cultural
artifacts: selecting what should he preserved from
the huge amount of documents that these cheaper
and move quickly processed viden formats eneeur-
aged. VHS tapes, a familiar format to many of us,
have a ten-year life expectancy. In cur personal
fives, some of us combat our fear of the loss of
our memries of our families and friends through
recording video. Quickly, we realize, it too will
fade. And what then of documents of radical social
mavements and experimental oulfures?

Today’s even cheaper video and digital tech-
nologies allow us {0 amass a huge amount of
documents of eountereniture, everyday life, and
social movements | among other things). Are we
thinking about what wiil happen to them in five,
ten, or thirfy vears? Are media collectives that
have baen documenting the alternative globaliza-
don movement cataioging their footage in frans-
atable ways g0 that others might have sccess to
tin years to come? Do they have a pian for whag
wppens to the documents should the collective
lisband? Perhaps thesa are not useful questions
o & movement tryving to make usefu] media for
he atruggle right now, but stadying the groups of
he past makes me think perhaps they are ques-
ioms warth, thinking abeut,

opinien. The information
environment is inherently
post-political.”® Guerrillg
Television places a strong
emphasis not on replacing
content on broadeast TV
(old structures) but acty-
ally transforming infor-
mation struetures of both
production and trarsmis-
sion and building alter-
native support system for
information. He atates,
“No social change can take
place without new designs
in information architec-
ture,™ And only through
“radical re-design of its
information  structures
to incorporate two way
decentralized inputs can
Media America optimize
the feedback it needs to
come back to its senseg. "
Although, as
already stated, noone from
the movement eclajmed
to be an anarchist, many
of the ideas in Guerrilla
Television critique soci-
etal systems from an anti-
authoritarian  perspec-
tive, including eritiques
of the education system,
government bureaucracy,
and, of course, televi-
sion. Shamberg describes
healthy systems as hav-
ing diverse forms, com-
plexity, symbiosis rather
than competition, het-
erogenaity-—all qualities
that broadcast TV lacka,?
I asked Paul Ryan where
the anti-authoritarian
tendencies in the video
movement might have
come from. He respondad:

There was resistance to any ideelogy, pa
larly Marxism. For me it was another vap,
of Catholicism with ite emphasis on obedien;
I distrusted authority. McLuhan pissed off
Marxists with his remark “Marg missed the o
munications bus” And MeLuhan was very mf]
ential... I think the key turns arcund videa pe
ception undercutiing the authority of Iangnag
Remember those in authority who were telling;
what to do, were telling us to go kil in Vietnam:
I asked Ryan if he knew anycne in th
movement who was influenced by anarchist polis
cal thought, He said he did not, but, “Tt was, how
ever, in the air’ Kropotkin's name was Enowni2
1 eould not reach Shamberg for his input. He ieft
the radical community to join the Hollywood movig
industry and went on to produce over twenty-fiv,
major motion pictures including, The Big Chill, Erin’
Brockovich, Pulp Fiction, and How High? among
others. Historians have attempted to interview him,
but he thus far has not cooperated and seems to
have distanced himself from his seminal text.
Regardless of Shamberg’s life path, Guerrilla
Television provides thecretical ideas and practical
suggestions that are both sympathetic with, prac-
ticed by, and perhaps of use to contemporary apnar-
chist media malkers. One idea is around media Ltera-
¢y and education. Shamberg writes that, “tape was to
television as writing was to language” and, “growing
up on television...(without knowing how to make
1t} is like learning to how to read but being denied
a chance to learn how to write.®” He also suggests
that using video might undermine the authority of
teachers since schools want to promote the teacher’s
authority but, *video...allows students to generate
their own knowledge.”®® This alternative vision for
education was not just for children: “The new uni-
versities are any group of people functioning as a
survival center, or who are learning by doing,”®®

The idea of survival centers seems particu-
larly relevant in these precaricus times. Survival
centers would give people tools to survive in an
information environment. “The true hope for suc-
cess for an alternate culture is if it can become a
valid information resource instead of a low variety
parody of what it pretends to oppese.”0 Tdeas about
survival centers are connected to ideas about media
ecology. “When our media only confirms their own
praoduct and don’t move us to action, or at least pass




on survival infoermation,
they are no longer ecologi-
cally valid.” Media ecology
criticized the overly-central-
ized, monoculture-produc-
ing dominant communica-
tions systems (similar to
how ecologists critique fac-
tory farming and planting
mono-crops). The ideas of
media ecology ran paraliel
te environmental ecology in
encouraging a-diversity of
form and the interconnect-
edness of systems.

The aesthetics of guer-
rilla TV documentary or
“do-it-yoursell TV” differed
from broadcast news in that
there was no spokesperson
or mediator, it was mostly
shot from inside events not
outside, it included envi-
ronmental sound, was from
a first person perspective,
and didn’t have the tradi-
tional documentary “voice
of god” voiceover (which was
considered authoritarian).3?
There was an emphasis
on a multiplicity of voices,
There was concern with not
exploiting the subjects and
giving the subject the option
to destroy any footage they
did not want recorded. Tn
Shamberg’s words, “a par-
ticipant should be given
maximum control over his
own feedback. "33

Some of the concrete sug-
gestiong the book offers for
decentralized communica-
tion projects include store-
front information centers,
‘wiring apartment buildings
for closed circuit TV, pirate
TV, micro broadeasts, maobile
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s Jail Tape, May 2, 1971, im-
es courtesy of the Video Data Ba
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shows, taping police behavior, taping broadeast TV
crews, having festivals in domes and inflatables
(challenging dominant architectural structures),
using tape to decode bureancratic strictures, multi-
monitor juxtapositions, and using tape to analyze
behavior for therapeutic purpeses. There is also a
section in the book that attempts to help the reader
figure out how to access enough money to make vid-
eos, which inchidesg, among other sugpestions, “sel]
your car.”

Connecting to Today

There seems to be some continuity in thought of the
media democracy movement over the past thirty
vears. Tendencies in thematic content include that
reguiar people’s voices, countercultural voices, and
social movements matter, Engaged media attempis
to include the subject as a participant and allows
the participant to have a say in how they are rep-
resented. Process is ag important ag content; it is
not just that alternative media is being made that
is important, but how it is being made. Sharing
resources, technological knowledge, and video foat-
age ig crucial to the process. Distribution ig impor-
tant. Non-institutional spaces for communication
and information sharing are crucial. These may

include storefront theaters and infoshops, ary
run spaces or community centers, bicyeling/mail;
media through informal countercultural networ]
and pirate broadcasting. Publishing journals »;
magazines also supports the alternative socia] ne
works. Media should he decentralized and boty
localized and internationalizedmreﬂecting loia
tived experience and struggle, and at the same tima
being shared through a global network with othey
groups interested in survivgl.®
The media landscape has shifted dramatj:
cally since the introduction of the portable videotape
recerder, but surviving in the information enviren:
ment is no easier. The media democracy movement;
has grown alongside access to.the tools of medig TG
duction at lower costs (e, digital tameras, persenal’
computers, copy machines, the World Wide Weh,
ete.), yet corporations still seem to have a hold on our:
media, and the art market often absorbs our experi-
mental cultures. The dream of the early video collec- &
tives is far from realized hut, it is still informative.
Flipping through the dozens of channels on cable TV,
there are certainly more offerings than the 1970s, -
but nonetheless, a monocuiture of expressive forms
and commercial values pergist. The one-way com-
munication structure of mainstream television itself
has not changed dramatically. The World Wide Web
has bheen the strongest threat to COTPO-
rate controlied, one-way communication
structures, and anti-authoritarians have
been quick to pick up and participate in
this medium. Interactive communica-
tion structures on a global scale have
finally seemed possible, yet currentiy a
battle rages with corporations {and the
Htate) attempting to control access and
use of the Internet. Anarchists and anti-
authoritarians must continue critiquing
the coercive power of dominant media
structures and representations while at
the same time creating alternatives that
prefigure a media world we want to live
in. The documents left by the early video
movement remind us that ag leng as eor-
porate media input into society exceeds
radical, grass roots media cutput, the
survival of our liberatory ideas and cul-
tures are threatened.




